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VARIABLE FREQUENCY OSCILLATOR
WITH SPECIALIZED INVERTER STAGES

BACKGROUND

This disclosure relates to variable frequency oscillators
(VFOs). In particular, it relates to VFOs with specialized
inverter stages.

Variable frequency oscillator (VFO) circuits include both
voltage control oscillator (VCO) circuits and current con-
trolled oscillator (ICO) circuits and can produce an oscillat-
ing signal whose frequency and phase can be adjusted in
response to an input voltage or current, respectively. These
types of circuits can be used to generate oscillating signals in
phase-locked loops (PLLs), timing recovery circuits and
modulation circuits.

SUMMARY

Embodiments are directed toward a variable frequency
oscillator device that includes a first inverter stage. The first
inverter stage has at least one capacitor having a parasitic
capacitance and designed to alternating current (AC) couple
the first inverter stage to an output node; a push pull circuit
configured to generate a sawtooth signal for capacitive cou-
pling to the output node by: inverting an input signal, and
charging and discharging, responsive to a control signal, an
oscillator capacitance predominantly derived from the para-
sitic capacitance of the at least one capacitor. A second
inverter stage can be designed to generate a first inverted
signal from the output node of the first inverter stage. A third
inverter stage can be designed to generate a second inverted
signal from the first inverted signal and to provide the second
inverted signal as the input signal.

According to embodiments, a variable frequency oscillator
device includes a first inverter stage that is designed to invert
an input signal to generate a sawtooth signal by charging and
discharging a capacitor using current sources that each pro-
vides a respective amount of current that is responsive to a
control signal and to a dampening signal. A second inverter
stage is designed to generate a first inverted signal from the
sawtooth signal of the first inverter stage. A third inverter
stage is designed to generate a second inverted signal from the
first inverted signal, and dampen a signal transition rate for
the first inverted signal based upon the control signal.

Embodiments are directed toward a method in which a first
inverter stage is used to generate a sawtooth signal by invert-
ing an input signal, and charging and discharging, responsive
to a control signal, an oscillator capacitance predominantly
derived from a parasitic capacitance of at least one capacitor.
The sawtooth signal is capacitively coupled, using the at least
one capacitor, to an output node. A second inverter stage is
used to generate a first inverted signal from the output node.
A third inverter stage is used to generate a second inverted
signal from the first inverted signal. The second inverted
signal is provided as the input signal.

The above summary is not intended to describe each illus-
trated embodiment or every implementation of the present
disclosure.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The drawings included in the present application are incor-
porated into, and form part of, the specification. They illus-
trate embodiments of the present disclosure and, along with
the description, serve to explain the principles of the disclo-
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2

sure. The drawings are only illustrative of certain embodi-
ments of the invention and do not limit the disclosure.

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of a PLL system with a
VFO, consistent with embodiments of the present disclosure;

FIG. 2 depicts a block diagram for a VFO that includes
multiple inverter stages, consistent with embodiments of the
present disclosure;

FIG. 3 depicts a circuit diagram for a VCO, consistent with
embodiments of the present disclosure; and

FIG. 4 depicts a flow diagram for generating an oscillating
signal, consistent with embodiments of the present disclo-
sure.

While the invention is amenable to various modifications
and alternative forms, specifics thereof have been shown by
way of example in the drawings and will be described in
detail. It should be understood, however, that the intention is
not to limit the invention to the particular embodiments
described. On the contrary, the intention is to cover all modi-
fications, equivalents, and alternatives falling within the spirit
and scope of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Aspects of the present disclosure relate to the generation of
oscillating signals, more particular aspects relate to variable
frequency oscillator (VFO) with inverter stages tailored for
use at gigahertz frequencies and for multiple ranges of fre-
quencies (e.g., 20-30 GHz). While the present invention is not
necessarily limited to such applications, various aspects of
the invention may be appreciated through a discussion of
various examples using this context.

Embodiments of the present disclosure relate to VFOs that
are configured to use the parasitic capacitance of a capacitive
coupling capacitor to provide the primary (or predominate)
capacitance for a capacitive oscillation circuit. For instance,
an oscillator circuit can be configured to add and remove
charge from a capacitance in order to produce a sawtooth
signal. A capacitive (AC) coupling capacitor can provide
isolation from subsequent (inverter) stages of the VFO, which
can further process the sawtooth signal. The capacitive cou-
pling capacitor can be designed with a parasitic capacitance
value that allows for it to be used as the primary (or predomi-
nate) capacitance used in the generation the sawtooth signal.

Certain embodiments relate to VFOs that are configured to
produce oscillating signals within a relatively large frequency
range depending upon a control signal (voltage or current
signal). Particular embodiments include a hysteresis feed-
back component that can be designed to dampen (slow) the
internal oscillator signal transition rate based upon the control
signal. For instance, the VFO can be configured to increase
dampening (slowing the signal transition rate) for lower fre-
quency settings of the VFO.

Various embodiments are directed toward a VFO that is
configured to modify a resistor feedback component of an
inverter stage based upon the control signal. These and other
aspects and embodiments can be used in various combina-
tions depending upon the particular application and desired
outcome. For instance, particular embodiments are directed
toward a VFO that is configured to provide low jitter at multi
gigahertz frequencies, e.g., jitter sufficient to support input/
output busses running at 16 GHz and optic busses running at
25.78125 GHz. Embodiments also are directed toward a VFO
that is configured to provide a relatively wide frequency of
operation (e.g., from 3 GHz to 40 GHz).

Low jitter can be used in various applications in order to
achieve a high dynamic range. In some applications, such as
VFOs used in frequency (de)modulation circuits, control lin-
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earity can be important to help reduce distortion of a (de)
modulated signal and for a favorable loop transfer function of
the PLL. For instance, particular embodiments are directed
toward a VFO designed to be used in connection with speci-
fications that have relatively stringent requirements includ-
ing, but not necessarily limited to: serial advanced technology
attachment (SATA), peripheral component interconnect
(PCI), double data rate (DDR) and SERDES (Pico Semicon-
ductors).

Turning now to the figures, FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram
of'a PLL system with a VFO, consistent with embodiments of
the present disclosure. Phase-frequency detector (PFD) 102
can be configured to compare a reference clock to a feedback
signal from the PLL system. The output 105 of the PFD
represents a mismatch between these two signals and can be
provided to a charge pump 103. The charge pump can gener-
ate a control signal (e.g., FILT, FILTN) and aloop filter circuit
104 can provide signal conditioning. For instance, the loop
filter circuit 104 can be configured to control how the system
responds to changes in various parameters, such as changes to
the reference clock (frequency, phase, etc.) and changes to the
feedback divider settings. The loop filter circuit 104 can also
be configured to limiting the amount of reference frequency
energy (ripple) appearing at the phase detector output. A few
possible implementations of a loop filter circuit include, but
are not necessarily limited to, a low pass filter circuit and a
notch filter circuit.

The output (e.g., FILT and FILTN) of the loop filter circuit
104 can be provided to the VFO (circuit) 106. VFO 106 can be
configured to generate a signal that oscillates at a frequency
that is controlled by the output of the loop filter circuit. In
some embodiments, a frequency divider circuit 108 can
divide the frequency of the VFO output signal and provide the
resulting signal as a feedback to the PFD 102. For instance, if
the frequency divider circuit 108 is a 3:1 divider, then the PLL
system will converge on a VFO output frequency that is three
times that of the reference clock.

Various embodiments of the present disclosure are directed
toward a VFO that includes multiple inverter stages 110, 112,
114. Embodiments are directed toward the inverter stages
having one or more of the features discussed herein and in
various combinations of these features. For instance, inverter
stage 110 can include a capacitive coupling capacitor 116 that
provides isolation between inverter stages 110 and 112. In
certain embodiments, the capacitive coupling capacitor can
be configured to have a parasitic capacitance to a supply
voltage rail, e.g., ground (GA) or supply (VRA), which is
sufficient to be used as the primary capacitance of an inverter
circuit that generates a sawtooth signal having a frequency
that is responsive to a control signal. For instance, the oscil-
lator circuits can be configured to charge and discharge the
capacitance using current sources and a push-pull configura-
tion of transistors. The amount of current for charging and
discharging can be controlled by the control signal, which can
be received from the loop filter circuit. The use of parasitic
capacitance can be particularly useful for integrated circuit
(IC) savings in cost, real estate or both (e.g., by not using, or
reducing the size of, an additional capacitor).

In some instances, the second inverter stage 112 can be
configured to use a feedback loop that includes a variable
resistive component 118. The resistive value for the variable
resistive component can be adjusted based upon the value of
the control signal input, and thus, be adjusted according to the
steady state frequency of the VFO for the particular control
signal input value. This can be particularly useful for adjust-
ing the inverter stage’s operating characteristics or param-
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eters according to the desired frequency of operation for the
VFO and for providing a large frequency range for the VFO.

Various embodiments are directed toward the third inverter
stage 114 being configured to provide hysteresis control over
the internal oscillation signal within the VFO. A hysteresis
control circuit 120 can be configured to dampen or slow the
signal transitions for the internal oscillation signal of the
VFO, including reducing overshoot or undershoot. For
instance, the feedback can adjust the effective internal drive
strength of the VFO based upon the control signal input
(FILT, FILTN). In certain embodiments, the effective internal
drive strength of the VFO is lower for slower frequencies (and
corresponding values of the control signal) than for higher
frequencies. This can be particularly useful for adjusting the
operating characteristics or parameters for the VFO based
upon the desired frequency of the VFO and for providing a
large frequency range for the VFO.

FIG. 2 depicts a block diagram for a VFO that includes
multiple inverter stages, consistent with embodiments of the
present disclosure. The VFO 106, as shown in FIG. 2, can be
consistent with one or more embodiments discussed herein
and as depicted in various figures. In certain embodiments,
VFO 106 can be configured to oscillate using feedback based
upon an internal oscillation signal passing through multiple
inverter stages. The first inverter stage 110 can be configured
to invert an input signal (fed back from the last inverter stage
114) using a push-pull configuration of transistors 208, 210.
The transistors 208, 210 can be configured to charge and
discharge a capacitance to produce a saw tooth output signal.
Control signals (FILT, FILTN) can control how quickly the
capacitance is charged/discharged by controlling the amount
of current provided by drive strength control components
204, 212. In certain embodiments, drive strength components
204,212 can control the current using one or more transistors
that are configured to limit current based upon the control
signals.

Various embodiments are directed toward the use of
capacitor 206 to provide isolation between the first inverter
stage 110 and the second inverter stage 112. For instance, the
capacitor 206 can be configured to provide capacitive cou-
pling 205 between the stages. The output node of the first
inverter stage can therefore be isolated from the transistors
208, 210. The capacitor 206 can also be designed with a
parasitic capacitance 207 that is sufficiently large to serve as
the primary (predominate or only) capacitance used in the
production of the saw tooth output signal. In some embodi-
ments, a smaller, additional capacitor (not shown) can be used
in parallel with the parasitic capacitance.

According to embodiments, the second inverter stage 112
can be configured to invert the output of the first inverter stage
110 using an inverting circuit 218. In certain instances, the
second inverter can include a feedback path that includes
resistive components 214, 216. This feedback component can
include a variable resistive component 216, which can be
designed to adjust based upon the control input signal. In
particular, the resistive component 216 can be configured to
reduce the resistance of the feedback path for higher settings
of'the control input signal and for corresponding higher oscil-
lation frequencies. In certain embodiments, the feedback path
can include other resistive components 214, which can be in
parallel, series (or both) to the variable resistive component
216. Forinstance, transistor elements that are used as resistors
and may have various limitations on their resistive capabili-
ties. A desired effective resistance can be obtained through
combinations of such transistor elements whether in series or
in parallel.
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Consistent with embodiments ofthe present disclosure, the
third inverter stage 114 can be configured to invert the output
of'the second inverter stage 112 using inverter circuit 222. The
resulting signal can then be provided as feedback to the first
inverter stage 110. In some embodiments, the third inverter
can be designed to include a hysteresis circuit 220. Hysteresis
circuit 220 can be configured to adjust the drive strength of
one or more of the inverter stages based upon the control input
signal. In particular, the signal transition rate for the internal
oscillation signal can be dampened for lower control input
signal settings and corresponding lower oscillation frequen-
cies. For instance, the hysteresis circuit 220 can provide a
dampening effect on the internal oscillation signal as it is
provided to the third inverter stage. The dampening effect can
thereby adjust the overall characteristics of the VFO.

FIG. 3 depicts a circuit diagram for a VCO, consistent with
embodiments of the present disclosure. VCO 106 can be
consistent with one or more embodiments of VFO discussed
herein and in connection with various other figures. A first
inverter stage 110 can be formed from the transistors 302,
308, which can be configured to invert the feedback signal
328. Transistors 302 and 308 can be connected to a voltage
source (VRA) and ground (GA), respectively.

Transistors 304, 306 provide control over the drive strength
of'the inverter stage by adjusting current provided to capacitor
310 based upon the values of the input control signals (FILT,
FILTN). In various embodiments, capacitor 310 can be
designed with parasitic capacitance (not shown) that is suffi-
cient to create a sawtooth oscillating signal within the fre-
quency range of the VCO. For instance, parasitic capacitance
can increase with the size of the capacitor. Accordingly,
capacitor 310 can be designed to be sufficiently large so as to
provide more than half (or all) of the capacitance used to
create the sawtooth oscillating signal. In some embodiments,
capacitor 310 can have a value of around 25 {F or within a
range of 5 {F to 300 fF. Various embodiments allow for
capacitive values outside of such a range, depending upon the
particular application (e.g., desired oscillation frequencies,
circuit design parameters and other considerations). In some
embodiments, the capacitor 310 can be constructed from
more than one capacitor arranged in parallel and thereby
function as a single capacitance for the capacitive coupling.

The second inverter stage 112 can include transistors 312
and 314, which can be configured to invert the output of the
first inverter stage (provided using capacitive coupling
through capacitor 310). In some embodiments, the second
inverter stage can include a feedback path having a resistance
that is adjustable based upon the control input signal. For
instance, transistors 316, 318 can be configured to adjust the
resistance of the feedback path in response to the control input
signal (FILT, FILTN), which can be tied to the gates of the
transistors. This canresult in feedback that is adjustable based
upon the desired frequency of oscillation, as may be useful for
facilitating a wide frequency of operation for the VCO. Con-
sistent with various embodiments, the feedback path can
include other resistive elements such as dedicated resistors
and one or more transistors 315.

The third inverter stage 114 can include transistors 322,
324, which can be configured to invert the output of the
second inverter stage and provide the inverted signal 332 as an
input to the first inverter stage. Various embodiments include
the use of a hysteresis providing circuit that includes transis-
tors 320, 326, 328, 330. The hysteresis circuit can be config-
ured to counteract, or dampen, the signal transition rate for the
third inverter stage. In particular, transistors 320, 326, 328,
330 can be configured to produce a dampening signal that has
a dampening strength responsive to the input control signal
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(FILT, FILTN), which can be tied to the gates of transistors
320, 330. In addition to modifying the signal transition rate,
the amplitude of the signal from the first stage can also be
increased, for low frequencies of oscillation, because the
transistors 312, 314 do not turn on as early due to the feedback
from the hysteresis circuit. This can result in inverter charac-
teristics that are adjustable based upon the desired frequency
of oscillation, as may be useful for a wide frequency of
operation for the VCO.

FIG. 4 depicts a flow diagram for generating an oscillating
signal, consistent with embodiments of the present disclo-
sure. The input to the first inverter stage can be inverted
according to block 402. The input can include feedback of the
internal oscillation signal from the VFO and a control signal
input (e.g., originating from a PFD and charge pump). In
certain embodiments, this inversion can include the charging
and discharging of an oscillation capacitance using a push-
pull transistor configuration, per block 404. Various embodi-
ments are directed toward the oscillation capacitance being
predominantly, or completely, provided from the parasitic
capacitance of a capacitor also used to capacitive couple the
first inverter stage to a second inverter stage. In certain
embodiments, the resulting signal is a sawtooth signal that
oscillates at a frequency that is responsive to the control signal
input.

The second inverter stage can then be used to invert the
sawtooth signal to provide an internal oscillation signal as an
output, per block 406. Embodiments of the present disclosure
are directed toward the use of a resistive feedback path in the
second inverter stage. As discussed herein, the resistive feed-
back path can include a variable resistive component that can
be adjusted in response to the control signal input, per block
408.

According to embodiments, a third inverter stage can be
used to introduce hysteresis to the internal oscillation circuit
by counteracting, or dampening, the internal oscillation sig-
nal, per block 410. The amount of the dampening can be
adjusted in response to the control signal input. The third
inverter stage can then be used to invert the internal oscillation
signal, per block 412. This inverted signal can then be pro-
vided as feedback (input) to the first inverter stage, per block
414.

As used herein, like numbers can be used to signify com-
ponents that have similar or the same functions and that may
be used in similar or the same embodiments; however, the
signified components are not necessarily limited to embodi-
ments discussed or depicted in any one figure.

Various embodiments of the present disclosure can be
implemented as part of an integrated chip. The resulting inte-
grated circuit chips can be distributed by the fabricator in raw
wafer form (that is, as a single wafer that has multiple unpack-
aged chips), as a bare die, or in a packaged form. In the latter
case the chip is mounted in a single chip package (such as a
plastic carrier, with leads that are affixed to a motherboard or
other higher level carrier) or in a multichip package (such as
a ceramic carrier that has either or both surface interconnec-
tions or buried interconnections). In any case the chip is then
integrated with other chips, discrete circuit elements, and/or
other signal processing devices as part of either (a) an inter-
mediate product, such as a motherboard, or (b) an end prod-
uct. The end product can be any product that includes inte-
grated circuit chips, ranging from toys and other low-end
applications to advanced computer products having a display,
a keyboard or other input device, and a central processor.

Although the present disclosure has been described in
terms of specific embodiments, it is anticipated that alter-
ations and modifications thereof will become apparent to
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those skilled in the art. Therefore, it is intended that the
following claims be interpreted as covering all such alter-
ations and modifications as fall within the true spirit and
scope of the disclosure.

What is claimed is:

1. A variable frequency oscillator device comprising:

a first inverter stage having:
at least one capacitor having a parasitic capacitance to

alternating current (AC) couple the first inverter stage
to an output node;

a push pull circuit configured to generate a sawtooth
signal for capacitive coupling to the output node by:
inverting an input signal, and
charging and discharging, responsive to a control sig-

nal, an oscillator capacitance predominantly
derived from the parasitic capacitance of the at least
one capacitor;

a second inverter stage to generate a first inverted signal
from the output node of the first inverter stage, the sec-
ond inverter stage including a resistive feedback path to,
in response to changes in the control signal, change
resistance values; and

athird inverter stage designed to generate a second inverted
signal from the first inverted signal and to provide the
second inverted signal as the input signal.

2. The device of claim 1, wherein the third inverter stage is
designed to dampen a signal transition rate of the second
inverted signal in response to the control signal.

3. The device of claim 1, wherein the third inverter stage
includes two transistors designed to dampen a signal transi-
tion rate for the first inverted signal based upon the control
signal.

4. The device of claim 3, wherein the two transistors have
gates tied to the control signal and wherein the third inverter
stage further includes two additional transistors having gates
tied to an output of the third inverter stage.

5. A variable frequency oscillator device comprising:

a first inverter stage designed to invert an input signal to

generate a sawtooth signal by charging and discharging

a capacitor using current sources that each provide a

respective amount of current that is responsive to a con-

trol signal and to a dampening signal;

asecond inverter stage designed to generate a first inverted
signal from the sawtooth signal ofthe first inverter stage;
and
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a third inverter stage designed to:
generate a second inverted signal from the first inverted
signal, and
dampen a signal transition rate for the first inverted
signal based upon the control signal.

6. The device of claim 5, wherein the third inverter stage
includes two transistors having gates tied to the control sig-
nal.

7. The device of claim 6, wherein the third inverter stage
further includes two additional transistors having gates tied to
an output of the third inverter stage.

8. The device of claim 5, wherein the capacitor is config-
ured to:

provide capacitive coupling between the first and second

inverted stages; and

provide an oscillator capacitance predominantly derived

from a parasitic capacitance of the capacitor.

9. The device of claim 5, wherein the second inverter stage
includes a resistive feedback path.

10. The device of claim 5, wherein the second inverter
stage includes a resistive feedback path that is designed to
change resistance values in response to changes in the control
signal.

11. A method comprising:

generating, using a first inverter stage, a sawtooth signal

by:
inverting an input signal, and
charging and discharging, responsive to a control signal,
an oscillator capacitance predominantly derived from
a parasitic capacitance of at least one capacitor;
capacitively coupling, using the at least one capacitor, the
sawtooth signal to an output node;

generating, using a second inverter stage, a first inverted

signal from the output node;

generating, using a third inverter stage, a second inverted

signal from the first inverted signal;

providing the second inverted signal as the input signal;

and

dampening, in response to the control signal, a signal tran-

sition rate for the third inverter stage.

12. The method of claim 11, further comprising adjusting a
resistance of a resistive feedback path for the second inverter
stage in response to the control signal.
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